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Networked Reading: Using AustLit to Assist Reading and Understanding of Texts from the 
Past 
Abstract: 
In response to a focus on reading, this paper examines the notion of reading online; as such it 
uses the term ‘networked reading’ to describe any act of reading in an online or digital 
environment. In accordance with this notion of ‘networked’ reading, the paper provides a 
broad introduction to AustLit: the Australian Literature Resource. This is followed by an 
examination of a suite of services and digital tools (LORE) developed by the Aus-e-Lit 
project that extends the scope of AustLit records and facilitates links to external resources. 
The focus of the final section of the paper is on a collection of Full Text resources located 
within the AustLit subset Children’s Literature Digital Resources (CLDR). It proposes a 
number of ways in which these texts, and an accompanying anthology of critical articles, can 
be utilised in classrooms across the Primary, Middle and Senior School spectrum. 
 
The recently introduced Australian Curriculum: English document has placed a renewed 
emphasis on the study of literature; including Australian literature. Linda Hale and Leigh 
Dale (www.austlit.edu.au/anthology) argue that reading Australian literature can help in our 
reflections upon who we are as individuals and as a people. It offers insights into those 
diverse and distinct characteristics that make us Australian. The Australian Curriculum also 
endorses the application of ICTs as a general capability across the curriculum. A resource 
which is well-placed to provide comprehensive bibliographical and, increasingly, critical 
information on Australian literature in an online environment is AustLit: the Australian 
Literature Resource (www.austlit.edu.au). Scrutiny of AustLit’s mission statement confirms 
it status as an essential resource for the study of Australian literature: “AustLit’s  Mission is 
to be the definitive virtual research environment and information resource for Australian 
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literary, print, and narrative culture scholars, students, and the public. AustLit’s goal is to 
support research in and the teaching of Australian literary, narrative, and print cultures. This 
site provides authoritative information on creative and critical works by relating to Australian 
writers, relevant cultural organisations, and industries”. As is evident from this statement, 
AustLit’s initial focus was on print resources. Over time however, as technologies have made 
it possible and demand has made it desirable, AustLit has developed a number of digital 
collections including the Children’s Literature Digital Resources (CLDR) subset 
(www.austlit.edu.au/CLDR) which is the focus of the latter part of this paper. 
 
In this National Year of Reading, it is timely to dwell on the act of reading with access to an 
online, networked environment. For more than ten years AustLit (austlit.edu.au) has served 
readers of Australian literature by providing comprehensive bibliographical and biographical 
information on Australian writers and writing, reaching back into the eighteenth century. In 
recent years, it has extended its bibliographical focus by providing a limited amount of full-
text material, including a large collection of fiction and poetry from the nineteenth century 
and early twentieth century, and several collections of literary criticism. AustLit has also kept 
up with developments in Internet technology, collaborating with the UQ eResearch Lab on 
the Aus-e-Lit project and restructuring the website in order to facilitate better discovery and 
user engagement. More than a specialist academic database, AustLit provides teachers and 
students with an opportunity to explore the diversity of Australian literature. Furthermore, as 
AustLit is an online resource it provides opportunities to engage digitally-oriented young 
people in the study of Australian texts as well as address the requirements of the General 
Capability: information and communication technology (ICT). This paper provides an 
introduction to AustLit’s current position in digital teaching and learning and takes a close 
look at an example of active engagement with the field of primary and secondary education. 
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At this time of national curriculum development, this essay will demonstrate the usefulness of 
AustLit for reading and understanding texts from the past in an online, networked 
environment. 
 
Large-scale digitisation projects have made it much easier for people with access to a 
computer and an Internet connection to read text and view images from Australia’s past. The 
National Library of Australia delivers many old newspapers to the desktop and provides 
access to thousands of images from local, state and national collections. Out-of-print works 
of Australian literature have been digitised by a number of projects, including the Sydney 
Electronic Text and Imaging Service (SETIS), AustLit: The Australian Literature Resource, 
and Colonial Australian Popular Fiction: A Digital Archive. Such resources lead to both the 
good and the bad stories of Australia’s past, providing a rich context for an individual to 
understand their position in the present. Today’s reader is more likely to ‘Google’ a query 
than consult a volume of an encyclopaedia in the library. With a strong critical eye this can be 
a productive way of understanding a text, but without critical strategies, contextual 
information could have questionable value for contributing to knowledge. Through the access 
to databases and full-text it provides, the Internet enables the reader to conduct extensive 
reading in a more efficient manner than in the past. This extensive reading complements the 
intensive reading we expect of students when they engage with the fiction, non-fiction, 
poetry, films and images discussed in classrooms, at home and in the wider world. If students 
are to ‘have a strong sense of identity and wellbeing, are connected with and contribute to 
their world, are confident and involved learners and effective communicators,’ (ACARA) 
their ability to draw on skills in extensive and intensive reading is essential. Nowhere are 
such skills more important than when reading and understanding texts from the past. With the 




The world of the Internet is fast becoming a world of linked data, a network of information 
that promises to provide answers to questions that best meet our needs as individuals and 
groups. The so-called ‘semantic web’ not only allows a researcher to follow trails of links 
towards the most useful information for their purposes, but they are also able to leave their 
own trails behind for others to follow. For instance, the ‘like’ function of Facebook 
immediately broadcasts an individual’s declared preference to friends and colleagues, helping 
the website to ‘suggest’ products and friends based on relationship networks and locality. 
Commercial services like Amazon track searches and trace the movements of previous 
website visitors in order to suggest products, according to another individual’s patterns of 
searching and navigation. Library catalogues and archives are implementing similar functions 
in their search results, making searching more productive, while still requiring critical 
vigilance to assess the quality of the resources suggested. Like the binary codes on which 
computer technology is built and like Robert Frost’s famous poem, ‘The Road Not Taken,’ 
the researcher is faced with choices that can make ‘all the difference’. Turning from their 
object of study to the multitude of choices that the Internet provides for discovering 
contextual material that assists understanding, the researcher makes a choice based on critical 
reasoning, misinformation or, perhaps, apathy. For every movement that leads from one point 
to another a third element is always involved; the choice of the researcher, teacher or student.  
 
Most online resources have extremely short histories in relation to the accumulation of 
human knowledge over the last few thousand years. The rise of the Internet in the 1990s saw 
the creation of many Internet resources such as AustLit, most of which provided a search-
and-retrieve function that replicated books except for an enormous increase in capacity and a 
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greater speed of information retrieval. Since then, websites and other Internet services have 
supported more active participation from the ‘user’. Sites like Wikipedia, Facebook, 
MySpace and Twitter exemplify web 2.0 technology, providing relatively simple interfaces 
that enable anyone with basic computer literacy to begin publishing themselves in a matter of 
minutes. Free blogging services like Blogger, WordPress and Tumblr extend the possibilities 
of self-expression, providing a platform for more substantial writing, and challenging the 
dominance of more traditional forms of academic writing and publishing. As one 
commentator has suggested, accessibility to such technology has transformed many Internet 
users into ‘produsers’ (Bruns), human beings who are both consumers and contributors of 
Internet resources. Such activity can range from banal comments to original research that 
makes a significant contribution to knowledge.  The latter activity need not occur within the 
walls of learned institutions, providing scope for amateur scholars to make their findings 
public and discoverable, potentially challenging established systems of peer review.  
 
Users of AustLit generally search for bibliographical and biographical information and 
follow links to internal and external full-text resources. The majority of AustLit records do 
not provide a link to a digital version of the work, either because comprehensive digitisation 
has not yet occurred or copyright restrictions make such links legally impossible. 
Nevertheless, each record includes a link to an external resource when possible. Linking to 
external resources is limited by the scope of AustLit indexing and by the number of hours 
indexers can devote to such tasks. This means that, despite the efficiencies of Google 
searches, a multitude of related resources are currently unconnected to AustLit records, 




Like all publicly funded initiatives, AustLit is challenged by tight budgets and uncertain 
funding streams. To alleviate some of this stress, the Aus-e-Lit Project developed a suite of 
additional services and digital tools that could extend the scope of AustLit records by 
enhancing searching functions and by enabling a wider group of people to enhance existing 
records with richly described links to external resources. A Federated Search now targets a 
number of external databases, adding to results delivered from the AustLit database. LORE, a 
lightweight extension to the Firefox browser enables users to link related Internet resources, 
to add annotations and to easily share these enhancements with students and colleagues. Such 
innovative tools support the notion of networked reading introduced above. The following 
pages will provide a general introduction to these tools, before a specific discussion of their 
use by researchers for the Children’s Literature Digital Resource. 
 
AustLit’s Federated Search (Figure 1) provides a snapshot of resources available at a number 
of selected external databases, delivering results that augment the significant bibliographical 
and biographical information of a standard AustLit search. The Federated Search currently 
interrogates Picture Australia, People Australia, AusStage, MURA the AIATSIS catalogue, 
AustLit Full-text, Google Books, the Internet Archive and Wikipedia. Results from this 
search are certainly not definitive and researchers will find relevant resources through other 
means, but as an efficient survey of some of the most relevant databases, the Federated 
Search provides a useful first step in any enquiry. AustLit will continue to include additional 
targets in the Federated Search as they become available. This will enhance discovery and 
accelerate the creation of new knowledge. Students and teachers can participate in this by 




Figure 1: Federated Search 
In collaboration with various partners, AustLit provides a growing amount of full-text that is 
included in the Federated Search or is accessible through a separate search interface. The 
corpus contains out-of-copyright poetry, fiction and plays from the eighteenth century to the 
early twentieth century and several collections of copyrighted criticism. Keyword searching 
is supported across the entire corpus, enabling efficient discovery and recording of word 
usage and themes across time. This provides ready access to texts from the past that come 
complete with comprehensive bibliographical information in the related AustLit record. 
Students and teachers can draw on this to track historical trends of themes found in 
contemporary literature or to read texts that circulated at particular periods of time. 
 
To help researchers, teachers and students to gather information and to share collections of 
related information, AustLit also provides a sophisticated bookmarking tool. Informed by the 
protocols of the Open Archives Initiative, particularly those protocols relating to ‘Object 
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Reuse and Exchange’ (OAI-ORE),1 the Aus-e-Lit Project has developed the lightweight 
authoring tool, LORE (Literature Object Reuse and Exchange), to enable researchers in 
literary studies and broader humanities disciplines to more efficiently collect, organise 
describe and share the web-based information that matters most to their present and emerging 
research questions. (Gerber and Hunter) The AustLit team use this tool to collect and share 
resources that fall outside the scope of everyday indexing, and associated research projects 
have begun to use the tool to create learning and research trails. 
 
 
Figure 2: LORE User Interface 
                                                          
1




Figure 3: LORE Property Fields 
 
As shown in Figure 2, with the LORE user-interface opened, resources can be collected in the 
‘resource map’ panel by clicking on the LORE icon in the browser address bar. Whether 
these are discovered through AustLit’s Federated Search, or any other search engine, they can 
be efficiently collected in a resource map.  Each resource, and a collection as a whole, can be 
described by using the various property fields (Figure 3). These fields employ Dublin Core 
metadata terms
2
 and an editing interface that supports minimal formatting. The main 
graphical editor is accompanied by an alternative editing interface in the ‘Resource List’ and 
                                                          
2
 http://www.dublincore.org/documents/dcmi-terms/   
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several optional views, including a Slideshow that can be used for presentations. Users can 
choose to keep their work private or to work in an open scholarship environment where 
collections can be viewed, re-used and extended by others. Intellectual property is secured by 
author attribution, and time and date stamping occur on every act of creation or revision. The 
collection, description, storage and sharing of resources can be done for both research and 
teaching purposes. Such an environment is always in flux as new ideas emerge to influence 
the way we look at the world. But with a strong bibliographical foundation with tools that 
support networked reading across formats, AustLit provides a research and teaching 
commons where ideas about available Internet resources can be tested and shared. 
 
Reading in isolation is an important act that helps us reach a better understanding of 
ourselves. Collaborative reading can also help this process by placing our commentary on this 
experience in a common area where others can agree, disagree or further develop the 
argument. LORE also includes a separate annotation tool that enables users to highlight 
specific sections and leave comments or questions on most webpages. This has the potential 
to support collaborative interpretation of texts and images and provide the opportunity for 
teachers and students to work with people across the country and, perhaps, the world. The use 
of LORE by AustLit Research Communities demonstrates the potential for a research 
commons, but there is nothing to stop a teaching and learning commons emerging out of the 
use of these tools. As the CLDR has shown, the use of digital archives can inform and enrich 
our understanding of texts from the past and present. The following section considers the 
possibilities for using the suite of LORE technologies/tools, described in the first section of 
this paper, in association with the Children’s Literature Digital Resources (CLDR), in the 




Linking the field of Children’s Literature 
The Children’s Literature Digital Resources Project (CLDR, www.austlit.edu.au/CLDR) 
brings together a vast array of early Australian children’s literature spanning the period from 
1851 to 1945.  The dataset is an initiative of Queensland University of Technology and 
developed by QUT staff in conjunction with AustLit. It is located within the existing 
Children’s Literature Research Community of AustLit: the Australian Literature Resource. 
Two of the original aims of the project were to preserve these early Australian children’s 
books through digitisation and to provide easy access to them. The focus of the collection is 
the primary texts which include close to 600 children’s and young adult fiction, 
poetry, short stories, and picture books. The subject matter of these texts covers an 
extensive range of topics including specifically Australian subjects such as the 
Bush, depiction of native flora and fauna, Australia’s involvement in various wars, 
and historical figures such as bushrangers and gold miners. However, a great many 
texts also make reference to generic characters and settings such as fairies and 
elves while yet others feature stereotypes such as the Chinese cook and the 
childlike or comic Aboriginal character. Because the works are digitised, readers can 
access, read, and search these 19
th
 and early 20
th 
century texts in an entirely 21
st
 century way 
(Dicinoski et al, 2011, p. 8). 
 
According to Megan Norcia (2008, p. 97) an archive should not only provide access to 
primary resource materials, but it also should be useful in the classroom. While preservation 
of, and access to, these primary resources were the principal aims of this project, 
consideration was also given to possible end-users.  The completed project is already being 
used as a valuable resource for research and learning by students, teachers and teacher- 
librarians, researchers, scholars, and academics across a range of disciplines. To this end, the 
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collection of primary works is supported by selected secondary material in the 
form of some thirty journal articles as well as a series of research and learning 
trails. The critical works examine a range of issues such as an emerging national 
identity, representations of Aboriginal Australians and constructions of gender, 
which emerge from the corpus of CLDR collection. Other critical works include 
articles on the work of iconic authors and illustrators such as May Gibbs, Mary 
Grant Bruce, and Ethel Turner. The research and learning trails, developed using 
the LORE software, provide links to resources on a range of topics including 
Australians at War, Raising Awareness of the Environment in CLDR texts, and The 
Lost Child. The primary and secondary collections are also available in high-quality, 
searchable PDF and XML formats. The trails provide hyperlinks to both CLDR and AustLit 
resources as well as resources external to the AustLit database such as those referred to 
earlier that are available through a Federated search. 
 
The Australian Curriculum: English document states that: ‘The term “literature” refers to past 
and present texts across a range of cultural contexts that are valued for their form and style 
and are recognised as having enduring or artistic value’. Each of the texts from the CLDR 
dataset is an artefact from the past, written and published within a particular historical and 
social context. Reading these texts helps provide various perspectives on the particular period 
of history in which they were written. As outlined in the introduction to this paper reading 
Australian literature can help in our reflections upon who we are as individuals and as a 
people and offers insights into the particular characteristics that make us Australian. These 
sentiments apply equally to reading early Australian children’s literature. Through 
engagement with these early texts, students are able to encounter attitudes and events from 
the past that have contributed to nation building and a sense of place (see Mallan et al., 2012). 
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The works provide a glimpse of Australian lives and preoccupations of the past, and can help 
us to contextualise some of our contemporary concerns (Dicinoski et al., p. 8).  
 
An example of this contextualisation of contemporary concerns through an examination of 
the texts of the past is provided in the nested trails associated with Australia’s engagement in 
various wars. The four trails: Australia’s Engagement with War, The ANZAC Tradition, The 
Roles of Women in War, and The Conscription Debate were developed using the LORE suite 
of tools. They offer an example of the ways in which the resources of the CLDR can be 
arranged and utilised to study a particular topic from a number of different perspectives 
across a range of age groups. 
 
The nested trails associated with Australia’s engagement in war take as an overarching 
maxim: ‘Some things change; some things stay the same’. Norcia (p. 101) argues that an 
archive should be a forum where the past and the present not only meet, but engage and 
interact.  Students can achieve this interaction and engagement by comparing and contrasting 
the practices, attitudes, representations and politics between texts of the past and those of 
today. To help facilitate this, a number of trails include links to contemporary texts through 
which it is possible to examine the development of a number of continuing preoccupations 
over the years. For instance, the trail on The ANZAC Tradition links to a CLDR text, Bud the 
Monkey, and Other Tales of Soldiers’ Pets (1932) that is a forerunner to more recent texts 
that focus on soldiers’ pets such as The Donkey Who Carried the Wounded (2009) by Jackie 
French and M is for Mates (2009) from the Australian War Memorial. The contemporary 
picturebook My Grandad Marches on Anzac Day (2006) written by Catriona Hoy and 
illustrated by Benjamin Johnson, tells the story of Anzac Day through the eyes of a small girl 
who attends the Anzac Day parade to watch her grandfather march. She explains her 
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grandfather's motivations: ‘He marches for all his friends who can't march. He marches for 
us.’ Readers are given an account of the significance of ANZAC Day through the small girl's 
observations. Her vow at the end of the book: ‘One day I will march on Anzac Day, and I 
will do the remembering’ points to a reinterpretation of the Gallipoli Tradition. This echoes 
the sentiments expressed by the father in the story ‘Children of Anzac’ from the CLDR text 
The Lucky Dozen: Real Life Stories for Boys and Girls (194-). This tale is about a returned 
soldier who wants to go to the ANZAC Day march but cannot afford the train fare nor the 
time away from his farm. However, his children arrange for a neighbour to help with the jobs 
and offer their pocket money to their father so that he can remember his mates ‘who never 
came back’. The link provided to the website Gallipoli and the Anzacs could be used in 
conjunction with this picturebook and the relevant CLDR texts to explain the rituals and 
artefacts associated with ANZAC Day celebrations. Many of the texts listed here are suitable 
for Primary and Middle School students while other texts in the collection are more 
appropriate for Senior students. 
 
Another trail, Children Lost in the Bush, centres on the story of the Duff children who 
became lost in the Australian bush in 1864. It also provides links to other stories, media 
reports, poems, and paintings about the lost children produced in the ensuing months and, in 
some cases, years. The trail shows that the figure of the lost child is a recurring one in 
Australian literature. Other critics agree: Kim Torney (2005) claims that the image of a child 
lost in the bush created a cultural legacy that remains to this day and Peter Pierce (1999) has 
devoted a book to the topic. This trope of the lost child is continued, albeit in a changed 
manner, in contemporary works for children and young adults. This is most notable in a 
number of novels by Sonya Hartnett including Of A Boy (2002) and Thursday’s Child (2001) 
in which she re-imagines the notion of ‘lost’. Muller (2008, p. 162), for instance,  suggests 
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that in Of a Boy : ‘Hartnett weaves the disappearance of the [Metford] children into the 
narrative fabric of Adrian’s story, so that they countersign the tenuousness of identity that 
characterizes Adrian’s state, his fear that there is no secure and protected place for him in the 
material world’.  
 
The research and learning trails on the CLDR website are not intended as comprehensive 
resource maps for the classroom but rather serve as models from which teachers and students 
can develop their own resource maps tailored to meet their specific needs both with regards 
to the curriculum and age level of the students. The Australian Curriculum identifies the use 
of ICTs as one of the general capabilities to be embedded across the curriculum. The 
document goes on to say: ‘The capability involves students in learning to make the most of 
the technologies available to them, adapting to new ways of doing things as technologies 
evolve’. The implementation of the LORE software to develop trails provides for ‘new ways 
of doing’. It provides new ways for teachers and students to become ‘produsers’. Teachers 
can use the resource mapping tools to present semester course outlines, lists of additional 
readings, as well as links to external resources to extend and enhance texts and/or topics 
under discussion. (A number of possible topics are suggested on the CLDR site including 
Constructing a National Identity and Representations of Gender).  LORE software also 
provides ‘new ways of doing’ assignments and other classroom activities. Discussion of 
topics related to students’ networked readings is able to be developed through the use of the 
‘abstract’ field. By providing a thoughtful abstract to the trail, and each of the resources on 
that trail, it is possible to construct a meaningful and insightful analysis of a particular topic, 





Figure 4: Research and Learning Trails 
A number of the CLDR texts contain attitudes and representations which are, at best, no 
longer considered acceptable and at worst, deeply offensive. For instance, a number of the 
CLDR texts carry the warning: ‘Users are warned that this work contains terminology that 
reflects attitudes or language used at the time of publication that are considered inappropriate 
today’. In order to discuss these attitudes and resultant representations with students, 
consultation of the body of critical works provides a number of possible approaches that 
could be used. The trail Representations of Aboriginal Australians in a Selection of CLDR 
Texts endeavours to raise awareness of these, often negative, representations and to promote 
resistance to them. The trail is centred on a number of journal articles which interrogate these 
representations (Bradford) and/or provide alternative readings of the texts (Collins-Gearing). 
Links are made to the CLDR texts examined in the journal articles. This particular trail 




However, whilst a study of the texts from an historical perspective is rewarding, McLean 
Davies (2009, p. 8) warns against sole reliance on an historical approach when studying 
‘classical’ literary texts. And certainly, while the works within the CLDR archive readily lend 
themselves to an historical approach, the texts can also be studied using a critical analysis 
framework. It must be remembered that texts are produced and read in particular cultural, 
social, and political contexts. These contexts influence both the discourses and ideologies 
privileged within the texts and impact upon the ways in which readers engage with the texts. 
Misson & Morgan, (2006, p. 4) argue that it is essential to engage with the fundamentally 
political agenda of texts in order to recognise the ways in which readers could be positioned 
to accede to the ideologies contained within the texts. This engagement with texts is 
facilitated by the development of critical reading practices whereby, rather than become ideal 
readers (after Iser) who take up the implied subject position with its attendant ideology, 
readers should accept, modify, or reject what the text says (ibid, 71). Readers should bring to 
bear the perspectives of other discourses. The tools provided by the LORE software can 
facilitate such processes. The annotation function allows for discussion of, and collaboration 
on, particular excerpts from the digitised texts. The search function available on both the PDF 
and XML files provides a URL address which takes researchers to the exact location of the 
reference. The annotation tools facilitate the close textual analysis of passages from the texts 
to gain an understanding of the way in which language can be used to position readers to 
adopt particular subject positions. These tools enable students to work as individuals, in pairs, 
or groups in an online environment in the classroom, school library or at home. They also 
provide an environment in which explanatory notes can be added, shared, and saved. (See 
Figure 5) Students can keep their work private or work in an open scholarship environment, 
thereby creating the potential for their work to become part of a larger archive on AustLit 





Figure 5: Annotating Henry Lawson’s ‘The Drover’s Wife’. 
 
While historical and critical readings of texts are important, it must be remembered that 
reading is also a creative process. It is, therefore, equally essential for students to have 
opportunities to express aesthetic responses to the texts. Students could identify particular 
passages, descriptions and/or illustrations within the CLDR corpus which produce, for 
instance, pleasure (or discord), evoke a memory or elicit admiration. Aesthetic responses are 
often culturally determined and require a degree of literary/artistic knowledge, not only to 
appreciate particular experiences, but also to articulate them. However, teachers can direct or 
facilitate class discussions through the annotation function. Further, given the copyright 
conditions pertaining to the CLDR collection (Creative Commons License: Attribution-
Noncommercial 2.5 Australia), students’ aesthetic responses to their networked reading could 
also take the form of (literally) re-writing the texts. David Thorburn (2003, p. 21) suggests 
that through such processes the ‘new grows out of the old, repeats the old, embraces, 
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reimagines and extends the old’. The resultant artefacts produced could be in the form of 
slideshows, remixes and mash ups, utilising the suite of tools associated with the LORE 
software combined with the vast resources of the CLDR collection.  
 
Conclusion  
The Aus-e-Lit and CLDR projects offer a model for how digital archives can be brought to 
life with appropriate software and intelligent goals for research, teaching and learning. With a 
corpus of texts from the past and a network of links to contextual material in local, state and 
national collections, the CLDR provides a strong foundation for future exploration of 
children’s literature at all levels of education. From the curious child to the learned academic, 
the digital archive is brought to life through networked reading. The accumulation of notes, 
questions, lists and trails contributes to the foundations of a research and learning commons 
for AustLit where researchers, educators and students can share information that helps to 
contextualise Australian literature from a variety of perspectives. This will help us to better 
understand the ways in which we are positioned in relation to texts from the past, and how 
Australian literature is positioned in relation to our everyday lives. 
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